Maynard, Robyn – Policing Black Lives: State Violence in Canada from Slavery to the Present. by Rwigema, Marie-Jolie
251
mAynArD, Robyn – Policing Black Lives: State Violence in Canada from Slavery 
to the Present. Winnipeg: Fernwood Publishing, 2017. Pp. 280.
In August 2018, former Toronto city councillor Giorgio Mammoliti referred to 
members of a predominantly Black neighbourhood in Toronto as “cockroaches” 
and talked about “spraying them so that they scatter.” He later claimed that he was 
“only” referring to “criminals.” Mammoliti, who ultimately lost his seat on council, 
had campaigned on a promise to demolish social housing in a predominantly Black 
neighbourhood. Toronto mayor John Tory, seemingly taking his talking points from 
Mammoliti, later talked about evicting “criminals” from social housing. Over the 
past year in Ottawa, residents of Heron Gate—an affordable housing community 
with a large population of Somali residents—have been facing and resisting one 
of Canada’s largest mass evictions. In Quebec, there has been a large number of 
Black asylum seekers (from countries of origin such as Haiti, Nigeria, and Eritrea) 
crossing the border from the United States. Quebec politicians such as Maxime 
Bernier, and the newly elected Coalition Avenir Québec provincial government 
have gone on the attack against these migrants. Black people (people of African 
descent) amount to around 8% of Toronto’s population. Nationally, black people 
amount to around 2% of the population. Yet, whether one is examining political or 
mainstream media discourse, Black people in Canada are consistently negatively 
overrepresented. How do we make sense of this?
Policing Black Lives by Robyn Maynard offers one of the most comprehensive 
analyses of why Black people, though a very small proportion of Canada’s 
population, are cast in such a “dark” light in the national imagination and how that 
casting has cost Black people their ability to live freely in Canada. Maynard traces 
the long history of state-sponsored anti-Black racism in Canada and situates it in 
mutually constitutive spatial, legal, and discursive practices. For example, how 
media and political rhetoric (the portrayal of a Black community as “criminals”) 
feeds law-making (the criminalization of using and selling drugs), which directs 
on the ground policing practices (carding, surveillance in low-income housing), 
which feed further rhetoric (media coverage of arrests) in a never ending loop 
that invents Black criminality and then uses this construction to rationalize and 
justify violence against Black people. Maynard’s work offers the understanding 
that hateful rhetoric about Black people and the judicial and extrajudicial violence 
it has led to, has a long and continuous history, that she locates in the enslavement 
of Black people in Canada. She tracks “the after-life of slavery” (a term coined by 
Saidya Hartman) as manifested in a continuous perception and treatment of Black 
people simultaneously as property/labour to be exploited and as a potential threat 
to be closely monitored, subjugated, and contained.
In addition to tracking the historical continuities in the policing of Black people 
and their lives, she broadens the concept of policing beyond just law enforcement, 
to show how state control and violence is spread out across institutions (including 
immigration, schools, child welfare, and other social services), which are coercive 
in their power and operate under the claim of “serving and protecting.” Her work 
demonstrates (backed by meticulous research) that because these agents of state 
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control end up working in collaboration to systematically oppress Black people, 
their “safety” and “security” mandate is not about protecting and serving Black 
people but about serving and protecting White citizens (and other citizens) 
against the perceived threat of Black and Indigenous people in Canada. Among 
the mountain of statistics, she cites research that tracks the overrepresentation 
of Black children in the child welfare system in Ontario as well as their “push-
out” from the school system; the overrepresentation of Black people in prisons, 
largely for nonviolent, drug-related charges, as well as long and continued racial 
discrimination in housing, employment, and immigration practices and policies. 
One of the most useful contributions of her work is her deconstruction of 
criminalization. She demonstrates in a variety of ways that “criminal” is in the 
eye of the beholder, or rather in the hands of the “law-maker.” She explains, for 
example, that at some point Black people escaping enslavement was considered 
by White lawmakers a criminal act; it was also considered a mental health issue 
by White doctors. She questions the criminalization of the use and selling of 
drugs, the criminalization of sex work, and the criminalization of participating 
in “informal economies”—in effect, the criminalization of poverty and survival. 
In making her argument, she explains the double-bind of systemic oppression: 
racialized groups are discriminated against in school, housing, work, and pay, 
so that survival becomes very difficult. When groups that are historically and 
continuously pushed out of the “formal economy” turn to underground economies 
to survive, they are labelled “criminal”—welfare frauds, immigration frauds, or 
drug dealers. Meanwhile, she explains and gives numerous examples of how 
corporate and white collar criminality goes unpunished and unpublicized, though 
it costs society far more.
Given that anti-Black racism has always and continues to use dehumanization 
as a strategy, another strength in Maynard’s work, is her conscious and continuous 
effort throughout her work to humanize Black people. Thus, in addition to using 
quantitative research to back her arguments, in chapter after chapter, she names 
and makes an effort to tell the stories of individual Black people that have been 
harmed by racist systems in Canada. While the book makes a unique, important, 
and sorely needed contribution to scholarship in Canadian studies, Black studies, 
and social history, there are a number of areas that could have been developed 
more deeply. I thought her work relied too strongly on theoretical frameworks 
based on the experiences of African Americans. She drew from American research, 
which was useful but only to a limited extent, given that the “war on drugs,” 
“war on welfare,” “racist discourses,” and the “after-life of slavery” in Canada are 
quite distinct and different than in the United States. I also found that more could 
have been done in terms of making distinctions between the experiences of the 
various Black communities—Jamaican, Haitian, and Somali, for instance—she 
discusses throughout her work. It would have been useful to draw on a broader 
range of theory regarding how these particular communities are interpellated as 
Black and historicize the interpellation of these communities in various colonial 
and neocolonial relationships; she mentions both colonialism and neocolonialism 
but does not give these concepts as much attention as might have been useful. 
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For example, Somali people are used as examples again and again, but not much 
attention is given to the Canadian state’s very particular relationship to Somalia, 
and I thought she could have drawn on research by Somali-Canadian scholars that 
do make these links. Finally, while the work made an effort to include examples 
of Black resistance to state violence, including the final chapter, more and deeper 
discussion of the complexities of Black resistance would have been helpful. 
Nonetheless, her work has successfully brought together issues that are often 
viewed as disparate areas of study to make a convincing case that Black people’s 
lives have been policed since, and as part of, the inception of Canada. In doing so, 
she has made an invaluable contribution to scholarship on Black Canadian life.
Marie-Jolie Rwigema
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Marxist theory provided little blueprint for dealing with nomads. Communist 
agents, whether in Moscow or in Central Asia, had little experience or knowledge 
in nomadic ways of life. Nor were they interested in understanding or supporting 
it, as Alun Thomas’s book on Soviet policies towards Kazakh and Kyrgyz 
nomads during the New Economic Policy period (1921-1928) shows. The study 
is elegantly written and provides important insights into early Soviet attempts to 
institute Communist justice in the region. The author analyzes top-down visions, 
policies, and debates around nomadism, focusing on questions of sedentarization, 
allocation of land, and tax and cultural policies. He shows that decolonization, 
that is, the return of land taken by Russian and Cossak settlers to Kazakhs, was 
a short-lived strategy for consolidating power (p. 58) and that, already prior to 
collectivization, nomads (again) lost their best lands to settled European peasants. 
Taxation and land allocation were key instruments for dealing with and eradicating 
nomadism during the New Economic Program (NEP), while collectivization 
served the same end during the First Five Year Plan. 
Thomas characterizes Bolshevik thinking about nomadism in the 1920s 
as “indifference, intellectual superficiality and ignorance” (p. 31). Rather than 
discerning local complexities, Bolsheviks imposed their own categories to fix 
Tsarist rule, which they saw as deeply oppressive and unjust. Since Marxist 
critiques of capitalist oppression contained little advice on how to solve the (post)
colonial question, Bolshevik leaders  based their thinking about decolonizing 
and developing the nomads, oddly but logically, on Tsarist colonial practices, 
knowledge, and goals. This contradictory rejection and reestablishment of Tsarist 
classifications and policies was at the core of the Bolshevik dilemma to emancipate 
colonial subjects yet force them into a new form of governance, economy, and 
culture against their will. 
Comptes rendus / Book Reviews
